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As educators, we strive to provide students with the in-roads to finding relevance in the texts we teach.
Naturally in English Language Arts we use reading and writing as the biggest tools in our toolbox to
foster student comprehension and retention of material. But how often do we stop to consider how
else we might highlight the Arts portion of our English Language Arts curriculum?

Robert Jordan and Michael DiCicco in their article aptly titled “Seeing the Value: Why the Visual Arts
Have a Place in the English Language Arts Classroom” point out that “integrating the visual arts into the
classroom makes perfect sense as the two are intricately intertwined. The verbal and visual arts enhance
and strengthen understanding and themes in each other (Jordan and DiCicco 31).”



References to the arts —painting, drawing, and music composition for example — are found in numerous
texts including several to be discussed in this session. When we encounter a text or a character that
discusses the arts other than English Language Arts are we as educators seizing that opportunity to use
that information to better our students’ understanding of the material they are reading and the
characters they read about?

This idea of including the arts in our ELA classroom is reiterated and supported by College and Career
Readiness Anchor Standard 7 that states that students at all grade levels should be able to “integrate
and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, including visually and quantitatively, as
well as in words.”

There is a tremendous opportunity for us as leaders in the classroom to encourage the exploration of
the merger of English Language Arts and the visual arts and even music. We can and should explore
with our students why authors give their characters artistic abilities. If the character is drawn to
particular type of art or specific painter or musician — this says something profound about that character
and it may even say something profound about the author. Even more impactful — it may say and mean
something profound to our student readers. When we spend some time honing in on these aspects of
the literature we are teaching and encouraging our students to see and think about those author
choices we are growing their abilities to critically think about texts in our classroom and beyond.

If we take this inclusion of the arts in the ELA classroom one step further and bring those same arts into
the assessments we ask of our students, we are embracing the idea that reading is a multi-sensory
process and that through developing the ability to respond critically to a text through artistic expression
— be it painting, sculpture, drawing, music or even digital means - the student is not only showing us
they are more personally and actively engaged with a text, but that the rich thematic nature of that text
or character has been grasped and understood.

Support for the idea that reading is transactional and that when a reader involves all of their senses
dates back to Rosenblatt’s Reader Response Theory of the 1970s, but in our increasing visually oriented
world, by embracing this idea of a multi-sensory and artistically rich approach to teaching literature and
assessment we can foster multi-modal critical responses to literature that exceed our expectations and
ignite a love of reading in our students.
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Art + ELA = multi-modal engagement & critical thinking success for students! This session will explore
the idea that the arts can help students build stronger relationships with literature as well as fostering
and growing critical thinking skills. Using art and references to art found in ELA texts is an innovative
way to approach the Common Core ELA curriculum requirement for diverse media and formats that also
increases student interest and engagement. Several current award winning young adult texts and
related lesson plans will be discussed. Handouts and resources will also be provided.
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